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DATA SELECTION SYSTEM AND METHOD THEREFOR 



This invention relates to a system and method for accessing data and in 
particular concerns a system and method for accessing large quantities of data stored 
5 in a computer based record system. 

-^^^Modern computer based record systems often contain large multi-dimensional 
■^databases Which contain very large quantities of data. The utility of these systems 
often depends on the speed and accuracy with which selected data can be accessed 
in the databasV Computer based data access systems capable of searching large 
10 databases and retrieving files and records according to one or more user defined 
parameters are known as are systems capable of searching and analysing data in 
such databases to provide statistical information about that data. In these systems 
data files or records are usually selected for retrieval or analysis on the basis of user 
defined logic parameters which relate to specific data fields in the data files or 
15 records being searched, \jser defined logic statements are also used to select data 
files or records in a similanway, that is to say, statements consisting of two or more 
user defined logic parameters in combination with a logic operand. In this way the 
data^iles or records are selected on a binary yes or no basis. 
y^p * ^V^^T^e ability to identify patterns in large quantities of data can be of significant 
20 commercialNbenefit, particularly to a commercial organisation that generates a large 
quantity of customer related data on a regular basis. For example, the call database of 
a large telecommunications company will contain valuable hidden information 
regarding groups ot customers who have similar usage patterns etc. By identifying 
customers according \o such patterns valuable customer information can be obtained 
25 and customer profiles developed. 

A problem associated with large computer databases is that it can be 
extremely difficult to identify hidden patterns in the data using data access systems 
of the above mentioned type. One reason for this is that a detailed understanding of 
complex mathematical logic and a knowledge of the database structure is usually 
30 required before a user can define the appropriate search parameters and statements 
to investigate possible patterns in the data. Another reason is that the crude binary 
selection process prevents the data files or records being selected on a more 
discriminatory basis, for example according to the extent that the data agrees or 
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disagrees with the search parameter or statement. A further reason is that the 
selected data can be difficult to interpret when presented to the user, particularly 
when multiple field data files or records are concerned. There are a limited number of 
ways in which the selected data files or records can be presented including tables, 
5 lists, graphs, charts etc. When multiple field data files or records are presented 
different comparisons between the various files or records for each of the data fields 
may be necessary in order for a pattern to be identified in the selected data. Multiple 
field data files or records also present a similar problem if the selected data is sorted 
according to a value associated with one or more of the data fields since the data 
10 must be presented for comparison for each respective data field into which the data 
is sorted. 

/^>' c>yAn the context of the present invention it is to be understood that the term 
data file relates to any group of data that can be linked together by a common 
parameter. In the above mentioned call database a data file may comprise all the call 
15 data relating to a particular customer, for example. 

According to an aspect of the invention there is provided a method of 
selecting information stored in a data storage system, said method comprising the 
steps of:- 

defining at least one sort statement; 
20 determining the value of a relevance parameter for each data file in the 

stored information in respect of the or each sort statement; 

defining at least one sort statement site on a display means, wherein a sort 
statement site represents a respective sort statement; 

representing the data files as elements on the display means; 
25 effecting movement of at least one element from an initial position on the 

display means towards one or more sort statement sites, the movement of respective 
elements being determined in accordance with the relevance parameter for their 
associated data files in respect of each statement so that differences in the data files 
cause the elements to move relative to one another, thereby to provide a visual 
30 indication of the data files being sorted; and 

selecting at least one data file according to the position on the display means 
of its respective element. 
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^|^5 - / ^^X > ^h is allows each of the data files to be represented visually as an element 
moving on \he display means. Patterns in the data are readily recognisable since each 
element moves in accordance with the relevance of the sort statements to the data 
file it represents. In this way differences between respective data files can be 
5 observed on theNdisplay means as relative movements between the respective 
elements. Thus, hidden patterns in the data are easily identified by observing groups 
of elements moving i\ a similar way on the display means. The selecting means 
allows these groups of Elements to be selected so that the respective data files can 
be accessed and analysed) 

10 A major advantage of the method of the present invention is that the 

movement of the elements is determined by the relevance of the respective sort 
statements to the data files. In this way the data files are represented according to 
the extent they agree or disagree with the sort statements. This overcomes the 
problem of selection based on binary sort statements. In this respect the system is 

1 5 suitable for users with only moderate levels of mathematical skill. A further advantage 
is that a plurality of sort statements can be applied to the data files simultaneously 
such that the elements move according to the effect of all the sort statements on the 
respective data files. This allows the user to create logic statements according to the 
position of the respective sort statements on the display means. 

20 Preferably, said method further comprises the step of accessing data in a 

selected data file. 

preferred embodiments, the step of determining the value of the relevance 
parameteXfor each data file, for each sort statement, is normalised. This is done by 
identifying \the most relevant data file for each sort statement, assigning it a 
25 maximum relevance parameter value such as 100% and determining respective 
normalised vames for the rest of the data files based on said maximum relevance 
parameter value\This enables the respective movements of the elements to be readily 
determined. 

^pV-S ■ 3 < ^^TH^e step of moving the elements may comprise the step of determining a 
30 movement vector for each element based on the magnitude of the normalised values 
of the respective data file and the direction of relevant sort parameter sites relative to 
the element. In\his way the position of the sort statement sites affects the 
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moverrient of the elements. Accordingly, the sort statement sites can be positioned to 
investigate any hidden pattern in the data records. 
5* c^^^ ^®^ era ^'y' t ^ ie ste P °f determining a movement vector for each element 
comprises The step of determining a component movement vector for the element in 
5 respect of each sort statement based on the magnitude of the respective normalised 
value of the respective data file for the sort statement and the direction of the 
respective sort statement site to that element, and summing the component 
movement vectors. 

In preferred embodiments, the elements move in steps and a movement 
10 vector is determined for each step. In this way the movement of the elements can be 
animated on the display means to provide improved visualisation of the data files 
being sorted. In addition, by recalculating the movement vector for each step the 
elements follow a more accurate trajectory on the display means which provides for 
improved identification of patterns in the data files. 
15 Preferably, the display means comprises an array of pixels and respective 

movement vectors determine which pixels respective elements are to be moved to in 
each step. This optimises the above mentioned advantages. 

Conveniently, the method further comprises the step of applying scaling 
factors to the respective movement vectors according to the respective positions of 
20 the elements on the display means. In this way the velocity of each element is further 
dependent on its position on the display means. 

In preferred embodiments, the step of applying scaling factors comprises the 
step of selecting a scaling factor area distribution. Accordingly, different scaling 
factors may be applied to elements at different positions on the display means 
25 according to the area distribution selected. In this way an element may be made to 
speed up or slow down as it moves on the display means. 

Preferably, the step of defining the or each sort statement comprises the step 
of displaying a list of available sort parameters on the display means and selecting a 
set of sort parameters from the list. In this way the data files can be sorted according 
30 to a pre-determined list of sort parameters. 

Conveniently, the step of defining the or each sort statement sites comprises 
the step of selecting a respective position on the display means which corresponds to 
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a point on the circumference of a circle. This enables the movement vectors to be 
more readily determined. 

In preferred embodiments, the initial position of the elements is defined at the 
centre of the circle. In this respect the elements may be moved from an initial position 
5 which is equi-distant from all sort parameter sites. 

Preferably, each element moves from its initial position towards a site which 
represents the most relevant sort statement for the respective data file. In this way it 
is possible to identify patterns in the data by observing the speed and trajectory of 
the respective elements to their respective site. 
1CU£j(/5 ^^^Cb^m/enientiy, the method further comprises the step of storing selected data 
files. This allocs the selected data records to be analysed further according to further 
sort statements atad parameters. 

In preferred embodiments, the method further comprises the step of pre- 
selecting at least one sub-class of data files to be sorted. This enables the number of 
1 5 data files to be reduced. 

Preferably, the method further comprises the step of pre-formatting the data 
files to be sorted. This provides for a faster method and further optimises the above 
mentioned advantages. 

According to another aspect of the invention there is provided a system for 
20 selecting information stored in a data storage system, said system comprising:- 
a display means; 

a sort statement generator for generating at least one sort statement; 
a position generator for positioning one or more sort statement sites on the 
display means; 

25 a data processor for determining the value of a relevance parameter for each 

data file in the stored information in respect of the or each sort statement; 

a visual signal processor for representing the data files as elements on the 
display means and for simulating movement of at least one element from an initial 
position on the display means towards one or more sort statement sites in 

30 accordance with the relevance parameter for the associated data file in respect of the 
or each sort statement so that differences in the data files cause the elements to 
move relative to one another and provide a visual indication of the data files being 
sorted; and 
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a data selector for selecting at least one data file according to the position on 
the display means of its respective element. 

This enables the above mentioned method to be readily implemented in a 
data^^ccess system. 

5/ S^ ^/ The invention will now be described by way of example only, with reference 
to the accompanying drawings, in which:- 

Figure 1 is a functional block diagram showing part of a client-server 
arrangement for the system of the present invention; 

Figure 2 is a functional block diagram showing a client-server network for 
10 implementing the present invention; 

Figure 3 is a flow chart of a data access method according to an embodiment 
of the invention; 

Figure 4 is a schematic representation of a display means displaying a user 
interface for use with the present invention; 

1 5 Figure 5 is a schematic view similar to Figure 4 showing an initial position of 

unsorted data elements on the display means; and 

Figure 6 is a schematic view similar to Figure 4 showing the elements in a 
partially sorted position. 

*^>OA(ith reference to Figures 1 and 2, a system embodying the present invention 

zu comprises a\client-server communication network arrangement 150. A server 152 is 
connected to a\plurality of client terminals 1 56 in the network by means of a plurality 
of data links 15a. The client terminals are conventional computer systems provided 
with display meanssin the form of a screen 160. The client terminals are personal 
computers (PCs) capals^le of being networked together in a client-server environment. 

25 The server 152 has a da\a link 162 to a main network connection 164 which is linked 
to a read only database 166. In this embodiment the database 166 is a call database 
of a large telecommunication^ company and contains all the call records of a group of 
customers for a given accounting period. A further database 168 comprises data from 
the database 166 which has beeryestructured by the server 152, or other processor 

30 means, into a series of customer related files for use in the method of the present 
invention. 

The server comprises a plurality of processors 170, a read only database 172 
storing user interface data, a read only database 174 storing data relating to system 
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operation and user options and a read/write database 176 for storing user defined 
data» 

^£^5- ^^/1\he data held in database 172 comprises data relating to the user interface 
used for presenting information to the user on the display means of the client terminal 
5 156. This dirta comprises the definition of the screen layout, data relating to the 
presentation o\ user options and data relating to all user interface functions including 
data identification, selection and access for example. The data held in the database 
174 comprises data relating to user selection options including the sort parameters 
available to be usedNn data sorting and selection, scaling factors and the like for use 

10 in a visual presentatioX and data filter parameters available to reduce the amount of 
data prior to sorting, forexample. The database 176 stores data that has either been 
defined by the user sucb as sort statements comprising one or more of the 
parameters in database 174, or data that the user has selected for analysis, for 
exarrmle. 

'^!< T ^ Processors 170 comprise a first processor 180 which is capable of 
reading data\from database 166 and restructuring the data into a series of customer 
files for subs^ouent use. The restructured data is stored in the database 168 by the 
processor 1 80. \ A second processor 182 provides a data filter. Data from the 
database 168 is frttered in processor 182 according to user defined filter parameters 

20 selected by the user of the system. The user defined filter parameters are stored in 
the database 176 following user selection and accessed by the processor 182. The 
filter data is stored in th»e database 168 by the processor 182. A third processor 184 
in the form of a sort statement generator is provided for generating one or more sort 
statements, that is a sort statement comprising one or more sort parameters selected 

25 by the user from the sort parameter options in the database 174. The processor 184 
stores the user defined sort statements in the database 176. A fourth processor 186 
is provided for determining the\value of a relevance parameter for each customer file 
in respect of each sort statement based on the relevance of the sort parameter to the 
customer file. In this respect processor 186 is capable of reading the post-filtered 

30 customer files from database 168>and storing the relevance values to the database 
176. A fifth processor 188 comprises a position generator for establishing a position 
on the display means to be associatedVwith each sort statement. The fifth processor 
receives data from the database 1 74\regarding the options the user may use in 
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defining the positions. These options are available to the user through the user 
interface. The user also has the option of defining the position manually in which 
case Selection of the positions is controlled by the processor 188. A sixth processor 
190 pro\ndes a visual signal processor for representing the customer data files as 
5 elements dn one or more pixels on the display means of the user's client terminal 
156. The sixth processor is capable of receiving data from the fourth and fifth 
processors ano\moving the elements by a number of pixels towards one or more of 
the sites in ordeXto visually represent the data files being sorted. The visual signal 
processor 190 has \ motion pause function for pausing the motion of the elements on 
10 the display means and a zoom function for zooming in on a particular area of the 
display means. A seventh processor 192 comprises a data selector for user defined 
selection of customer data files according to the position of the elements on the 
display means. The data selector allows the user to select one or more records at a 

00 time for immediate access iof the data or for storage in the database 176 for 
15 subsequent access. An eightNprocessor 194 provides a data access processor for 

f2 accessing the data selected by Xnp user. 

Q With reference now to Figure 3, the flow chart represents a data selection 

]L method according to an embodiment of the invention for identifying patterns in data 

01 held in a computer database. In one embodiment the method is implemented on the 
!^ 20 computer based system comprising a client-server network as described above. 

Q In the call database 166 the call records comprise data fields relating to the 

^ time, duration, destination, type, cost, etc, of the call together with a field for a 

unique customer identification code. The customer identification code is provided for 
cross-referencing to a schedule in the database for identifying the customer making 
25 the call. The schedule includes customer details such as name, address, city, county, 
postal district, ISDN connection?, etc. 

In the first step 10 in the flow chart the data held on the call record database 
is restructured into a series of much smaller customer files. The database is 
restructured so that each customer file includes static data comprising the customer 
30 data previously held in the customer schedule and transaction data comprising the 
call records for that customer. Step 10 is a pre-processing step for restructuring the 
data into a more appropriate format for use in the subsequent steps and is carried out 
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independently of the end user. In this regard, step 10 is carried out independently of 
the steps which define the data access method of the present invention. 

Once the data has been restructured, the user is asked to define a data filter 
for reducing the amount of data to be processed. In step 12 the user is presented 
5 with a menu of available options on the display means. The options relate to the 
fields in the customer schedule of the call database. This step enables sub-classes of 
customers to be selected. For example, if the user is only interested in accessing 
data relating to customers in a certain postal district the filter is defined according to 
the postal district of interest. At this stage the user can select as many sub-classes 
10 as desired. Once the filter has been defined the appropriate customer files are 
selected in step 1 4. 

The user then defines a number of sort statements in step 16 for sorting the 
customer data into groups based on individual customer call patterns. In this step the 
user is again presented with a menu of available options on the display means. These 

15 options relate to the fields in the customer schedule of the call database and the 
fields in the call record transaction data. The sort statements are defined according 
to the options selected by the user. Each sort statement comprises one or more sort 
parameters which relate to one or more of the data fields. For example, a first sort 
statement may concern the number of calls a customer has made to a particular 

20 destination during certain hours of the day and of a certain duration, a second sort 
statement may concern the number of calls to a different location in the same time 
period but of a longer duration, a third statement may concern the total cost of calls 
in a given period and a fourth statement may concern whether the customer has an 
ISDN connection. In this respect any number of sort statements can be defined using 

25 sort parameters relating to data in both the static and transactional data fields of the 
customer files. Once the sort statements are defined they are stored at step 18 as a 
single file. 

The relevance of the sort statements to each of the customer files is 
determined in step 20. In this step, the customer files are read from the memory and 
30 compared sequentially with the sort parameters in the processor. The comparison in 
step 20 depends on the structure of the sort parameter statements, that is to say 
whether the statements relate solely to the static data, the transactional data or both. 
If a sort statement relates solely to the static data the comparison is relatively 
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straightforward since the sort parameters are compared on a binary basis with the 
static data of the file to determine whether the file is relevant or not to that 
statement. If the sort statement comprises parameters which relate to static data 
and parameters which relate to transactional data, the relevant static data of the file 
5 is first compared with the relevant static data sort parameters before the transaction 
data of the file is compared with the relevant transaction data sort parameters. That 
is to say each file is passed through a data filter to determine whether its static data 
complies with the static data sort parameters prior to comparison with the 
transactional data. If the static data of a file does not comply, further processing of 

10 the file is halted for that sort statement. If there is compliance or the sort statement 
consists exclusively of sort parameters which relate to the transactional data, the 
transactional data is compared with the transactional data sort parameters. This 
comparison involves counting the number of call records which comply with the 
transactional data sort parameters in the sort statement. 

15 ^tj/'Kfre above process is repeated for each sort parameter statement for each 
customer Yjle. Once all the files have been compared the value of a relevance 
parameter isNdetermined for each data file in respect of each sort statement, that is 
the files are assigned values representing the relevance of the sort statements to 
respective the fil&s. If a sort statement comprises only sort parameters which relate 

20 to static data the \alue of the relevance parameter for the sort statement will be 
either 100% or 0%, that is yes or no. For example, if a sort statement were framed 
to ask the question "does the customer have an ISDN connection" the outcome 
would be either yes or nb. If on the other hand the sort statement comprises sort 
parameters which relate to transactional data the value of the relevance parameter for 

25 the sort statement will hav\ a value between 0% and 100%. The process of 
determining the value of the relevance parameter for a sort statement comprising 
transactional data sort parameters to a customer file involves the step of identifying 
the most relevant file for that sort Vtatement, that is the file having the most records 
relevant to that statement, and then Wtermining a normalised percentage value based 

30 on the number of records counted for\he file and the number of records counted for 
the most relevant file. For example, if a\sort statement is framed to ask the question 
"total number of calls under 3 minutes" a^d a file comprising 66 calls is found to be 
the most relevant a file comprising 33 calla will have a relevance value of 50%. The 
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most Velevant file will have a value of 100% indicating that it is very strongly 
associated with the sort statement. Thus, ail the files are given a percentage value 
corresponding to how strongly associated they are with each of the sort statements 
defined in st^p 16. This data is stored for further analysis in step 22. Alternatively, 
5 the step of determining the value of the relevance parameter for a sort statement in 
respect of each fite involves the step of determining a value based on the number of 
transactional records counted for the file and the total number of transactional 
records in the file. Ftft example, if the sort statement is framed to ask the question 
"total number of calls utnder 3 minutes", a file comprising 33 calls of less than 3 
10 mii^utes out of a total of 1Q0 calls will have a relevance value of 33%. 

FVtterns in the data are investigated by the user according to the method 
steps that follow. In step 24 all or selected ones of the sort statements are visually 
represented ota the display means. As shown in Figure 4, the sort parameters are 
allocated a respective site 100 on the display means corresponding to a point on the 
15 circumference of a\circle 102. The positions of the respective sort statement sites 
are determined eithV interactively by the user or automatically by a position 
generator in the systerrk but in either case the positions are capable of being moved 
around the circumference\y the user if desired. The sites are distinguished from each 
other by the use of different\colours or shapes etc, which also relate the sites to their 
20 respective sort statements by Vieans of a legend displayed on the display means. 

At this stage each of the customer files stored in step 22 is represented as 
an element 104 on the display means at an initial position 106 corresponding to a 
pixel or group of pixels at the centre of the circle. 

Once the user is content with the position of the respective sites, movement 
25 of the elements is effected by a user command in step 26. The elements move from 
the initial position 106 towards the sort parameter sites. Movement of the elements 
is determined according to the relevance of the selected sort statements to the 
respective customer files as determined in step 20, and the relative position of the 
sites to the elements. Differences in the data held on the customer files causes the 
30 elements to move relative to one another. In this way the user is presented with a 
visual indication of the customer files being sorted according to the sort statements 
defined in step 1 6. 
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By way of analogy, the sites can be considered as magnets attracting the 
elements. The elements are attracted to the sites according to the values determined 
in step 20 for the respective customer files in relation to the respective sort 
statements. In this way, an element representing a file that is strongly associated 
5 with one of the sort statements will appear to be strongly attracted to the site 
associated with that statement. Accordingly, an element's movement may be 
influenced by more than one of the sites such that differences in the data in the 
customer files cause the elements to move at different speeds and along different 
trajectories on the display means. 
10 The elements move in steps on the display means according to respective 

resultant movement vectors determined for each movement step. Each element has 
_ a component movement vector associated with each site. The direction of the 

^ component movement vector corresponds to the direction of the site in relation to the 

yy element. The magnitude of the component movement vector corresponds to the 

lh 1 5 value assigned in step 20 to the customer file represented by the element in relation 

fZ to the sort statement represented by the site. A maximum movement per step 

0 representing a pre-determined number of pixels on the display means is associated 
with each of the sites such that the magnitude of the respective component vectors 

01 represent a corresponding number of pixels according to the respective percentage 
20 values assigned in step 20. The resultant movement vector of an element is the 

O vector sum of the respective component movement vectors of the element. 

The resultant movement vector of an element determines the position on the 
display means the element is to be moved to in the movement step. In the following 
steps the directions of the component vectors are determined from the new positions 
25 of the elements. 

The component movement vector of each element with respect to each site 
is determined according to the following considerations:- 
where the co-ordinates of the site are (X,Y); 
the co-ordinates of the element are (x,y); 
30 the value assigned to the element for the site in step 20 is A%; and 

the maximum movement of the element in one step is movement constant k; 

then; 
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movement in x direction = kA(X-x)/ 2 V((X-x) 2 + (Y-y) 2 ); and 
movement in y direction = kA(Y-y)/ 2 V((X-x) 2 + (Y-y) 2 ); 

5 wherein the net resultant movement vector is the sum of movements due to 

all the sites. 

The elements continue to move until they come to rest either at a point of 
equilibrium where the component movement vectors balance or at a site the element 
is most strongly associated with, that is to say the site associated with the most 

10 relevant sort statement for the element as determined in 20. In this respect it will be 
understood that the actual movement of the elements in 26 is of more importance to 
the user than the final position of the elements. Since all the elements move 
simultaneously the system and method of the present invention allow the user to 
identify patterns in the data held on the database by identifying groups of elements 

1 5 which move together on the same or similar trajectories. 

The system is further provided with selection means so that the user can 
interactively select groups of elements in step 28. In addition pause means are 
provided so that the elements can be selected either while they are moving or when 
movement is temporarily suspended on the display means by the user. Once an 

20 element or group of elements have been selected in step 28 the user is able to access 
the static and data relating to the transactional data in the customer files represented 
by the selected elements in step 30. 

With reference now to Figures 4 and 5, in one example of the method of the 
present invention one of the sort statements is defined in 1 6 to ask the question 

25 "percentage of calls to destination A". This sort statement is visually represented at 
site 108 on the perimeter of the circle 102 in step 24. In a similar way a second sort 
statement is defined to ask the question "percentage of calls to destination B". This 
statement is visually represented at site 110. Finally, a third statement is defined to 
ask the question "percentage ISDN calls". This sort statement is visually represented 

30 at site 112. In this example the sort statements sites 108, 110 and 112 are equally 
spaced about the circumference of the circle. As shown in Figure 5, the elements 104 
are initially positioned at the centre of the circle occupying a single pixel or group of 
pixels prior to movement in step 26. 
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As can best be seen with reference to Figure 6, when the elements are 
moved in step 26 individual elements move relative to one another. The position of 
the elements in Figure 6 represents say one hundred movement steps. A first element 
114 represents a customer file comprising transaction data comprising 25% of calls 
5 to destination A, 0% of calls to destination B and 0% of calls by ISDN. Element 114 
thus moves towards the sort statement site at 108 at a rate of 25% of the 
predetermined maximum number of pixels per step. A second element 1 16 represents 
a customer file comprising transaction data comprising 50% of calls to destination A, 
25 % of calls to destination B and 0% by ISDN. Thus, element 1 1 6 is simultaneously 

10 attracted to site 108 at a rate of 50% of the maximum number of pixels per step and 
to site 110 at a rate of 25% of the maximum number of pixels per step. A third 
element 1 18 represents a customer file comprising transaction data comprising 5% of 
calls to destination A, 5% of calls to destination B and 100% of calls by ISDN. Thus, 
element 1 18 is simultaneously attracted to site 108 by 5%, to site 1 1 0 by 5% and to 

15 site 112 by 100%. A fourth element 120 represents a customer file comprising 
transaction data comprising 40% calls to destination A, 40% of calls to destination B 
and 0% calls by ISDN. Element 120 is thus attracted to sites 108 and 110 by equal 
amounts and moves on a trajectory which represents a locus equidistant from sites 
108 and 110. When the visualisation is complete element 120 will come to rest in a 

20 position indicated at 122 in Figure 6 which is mid way between the sites 108 and 
110. Finally, a fifth element 124 represents a customer file comprising transaction 
data comprising 50% of calls to destination A, 50% of calls to destination B, and 
50% of calls by ISDN. Element 1 24 is equally attracted to all three sites and since the 
sites are equally spaced, the resultant net movement vector is zero and therefore the 

25 element remains at the centre of the circle. 

In Figure 6 it will be appreciated that those groups of elements moving along 
similar trajectories at similar speeds represent customer files having similar 
characteristics as far as the sort statements represented by the sites 108, 110 and 
112 are concerned. In this way patterns in the data can be identified by the user 

30 selecting groups of similarly moving elements. In Figure 6, the user might select the 
group of elements in the region of element 1 14 by defining an outline 126 around the 
group of elements of interest. In the present embodiment the user moves a cursor 
over the display means to draw an outline around the elements. The elements are 
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selected by the user effecting a selection command once the outline is defined. 
Additionally or alternatively individual elements may be selected by the user 
identifying an element of interest by moving a cursor to the position occupied by the 
element on the display means and effecting a selection command. In order to assist 
the user in selecting elements the system further comprises a zoom function which 
allows a selected window 134 on the display means to be enlarged for visual 
enhancement and displayed on the display means as shown at 130. The window 134 
is defined by the user moving a cursor over the display means and indicating the area 
of interest by selecting opposing corners of a rectangular area to be enlarged. 

Data in the selected data files is accessed either by being displayed on the 
display means at the time of selection in region 132, or is just identified and then 
stored for further sorting using a different set of sort statements or using the same 
sort statements but using different relative positions on the circle for the respective 
sites. 

The system of the present invention allows the sites to be re-positioned and 
sort statements added or de-selected by the user even when the data is being 
processed and the elements are being moved in step 26. In this way, the user is able 
to control the visual sorting of the records if no discernible patterns emerge in the 
data at an early stage in the visual sorting process. 

In a further embodiment of the present invention, the user is presented with a 
choice of scaling factors to be applied to the movement vectors for each movement 
step. In one example the scaling factors relate the strength of attraction of a site to 
the distance of the respective elements from the site so that the elements appear to 
speed up as they approach the site. This type of scaling is analogous to the attraction 
of a magnet. Expressed another way the scaling factors define landscapes over the 
region of the display means, that is to say the scaling factors act as either positive or 
negative gradients with respect to the elements. In this way the speed of an element 
is affected by its position on the display means such that a positive gradient will 
cause the element to move slower and a negative gradient will cause the element to 
move faster. An example includes a landscape of scaling factors based on concentric 
contour lines positioned about the centre of the circle 102 which represent either a 
valley or hill type distribution for slowing down or speeding up the motion of the 
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elements. The system preferably comprises a plurality of pre-defined scaling factor 
maps of the above sort for selection by the user. 

It will be appreciated that the method and system of the present invention 
allows data to be sorted and accessed in a manner which readily allows patterns to 
be identified, particularly in large quantities of data such as the call database 
described. The ability to position and reposition the sort statement sites allows 
complex analytical questions to be framed. By selectively positioning the sort 
statement sites relative to one another data can be sorted according to logic AND, OR 
or Exclusive OR (XOR) combinations of the sort statements. For example, an element 
which moves rapidly to a site will occupy a position representing a logic XOR 
indicating that the data file is more strongly associated with that site; an element 
which is positioned between two sites will occupy a position representing a logic 
AND since the data file is equally attracted to both sites; and an element which 
remains substantially at the centre . of the circle will be equally or NOT attracted to ail 
the sites. 

It will be appreciated that the present invention is not limited to the above 
mentioned embodiments but also includes variations to these embodiments which 
would be readily apparent to the skilled addressee. For example, the invention is not 
limited to accessing data in a call database. Indeed the invention is suitable for 
identifying patterns in any collection of data regardless of type or form. Moreover, it 
will be understood that the order of the method steps concerning the step of defining 
the sort parameter sites and the step of determining the relevance of the sort 
parameters to the customer data files can be interchanged without departing from the 
scope of the invention. Similarly, the step of displaying the elements can be 
interchanged with these steps without departing from the scope of the present 
invention. 
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